Accounting education at the university level in developing SEE countries has often been criticised for the inability to develop essential skills of graduates necessary for a career in professional accountancy in the 21st century. Our research study presents the results of a survey among students enrolled to an accounting degree program and employers for their perceived importance of a wide range of generic and technical skills for successful entrance to the profession. The study also investigated perceived effectiveness of the university accounting education to develop important skills at an appropriate level. The results indicated agreement between the two respondent groups in respect of the greater importance of generic skills, where students gave more weight to personal skills of time management, good presentation and characteristics of self-confidence, motivation and selfpromotion. Employers valued more oral communication, knowledge of foreign languages, ethical attitude and credibility and commitment to life-long learning. The employers and students agreed that education process and program need improvements in order to allow for better development of technical and generic skills among successful graduates.
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Introduction
It has been argued that the transition of young people from school to work has become longer, complex and more difficult. Arguably or not, there are more concerns among policy makers and social partners across Europe for the gap between the skills possessed by workers and needs of the labour market. The gap between skills actually possessed by individuals and skills needed for the workplace threatens societies and their capacity to achieve sustainable growth. Nonetheless, educators and policy makers in Europe recognise the significance of higher education for the development of modern knowledge-based societies and economies, where universities will produce highly skilled and mobile workers who can deal with dynamic and complex needs of a modern workplace (Andrews and Higson, 2008) . Albrecht and Sack (2000) highlighted the technological innovation, trend towards global business environment and concentration of power in certain investors as major developments that will influence accountants. These trends strengthened the importance of generic skills in addition to technical skills traditionally taught and expected from accountants. However, the accounting education was heavily criticised for failing to address the skill requirements in today's dynamic business environment. A number of studies, majority of them done in countries with welldeveloped education systems such as US, UK or Australia, have provided evidence of inappropriate quality of accounting graduates and perceptions by professionals for the accounting education being outdated or irrelevant for the market (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; De Lange, Jackling, and Gut, 2006; Gabbin, 2002) . Many studies investigating the role of skills in accounting education have been focused on the expectation gap between what employers or recruiters think as necessary for the accounting career and what students think is required for the workplace (Hassall, Joyce, Montano, and Anes, 2003; Jackling and De Lange, 2009; Leveson, 2000; Webb and Chaffer, 2016; Wells, Gerbic, Kranenburg, and Bygrave, 2009) . A gap in skills has been identified that points to accounting graduates lacking, amongst other things, communication and problem-solving skills that are expected by the accounting profession based on the surveys of both recent accounting graduates and accounting employers. The accounting education model needs to focus on developing a set of skills in analytical and critical thinking, technology, communication and teamwork for graduates to be prepared to pursue successful careers in the accounting profession. The purpose of this study is to contrast the perceptions and views of the two interested parties for accounting education in Macedonia, the accounting students and employers (from professional accounting and auditing firms) in respect of skills and knowledge that must be possessed by accounting graduates in order to increase their employability and workplace readiness. Secondly, the study aims to evaluate the quality of a recognised undergraduate accounting program in order to determine if it allows for relevant skills and knowledge to be obtained as per employers' and students' perceptions. We focused our investigation on identifying major shifts in the most important skills and knowledge sets as per employers' expectations and analyse the skills' gap left by the formal education system. Through the use of questionnaire survey, this research examines the perceptions among students of an accounting undergraduate program and a wide group of employers of accounting graduates on the importance of 39 identified generic and subject-specific technical skills. Possession of these skills among successful graduates of an accounting undergraduate program has also been surveyed within the two focus groups.
In particular, the research questions were:  What set of skills and knowledge within the Macedonian business environment needs to be adopted by young entrants in the accounting profession as perceived by accounting students and employers?  Is there a gap between students' and employers' perceptions in respect of the needed skills and knowledge?  Is the selected accounting undergraduate program appropriately designed and executed by the accounting academia to provide for the necessary skills and knowledge, as per students' and employers' perceptions?
The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews the literature on skills appropriate for accounting education, both at the university and professional setting, and identifies which skills are cited as the most important for an appropriate transit from school to modern environment. Section 3 explains the methodology of the research study, composition of the survey instrument and describes the groups surveyed in the study. A discussion on the research findings is presented in Section 4, followed by concluding remarks in the final section of this paper.
Literature Review
The contemporary business environment and landscape for consultancy services is changing rapidly, inherently requiring accountants to have broadly-based education that will develop skills and knowledge of accounting information systems in addition to knowledge regarding the role of the accounting function within a modern organisation. As early as 1998, American Institute of CPAs surveyed its members and concluded that the profession needs to provide services outside the traditional accounting and auditing in order to be competitive. Successful provision of such client value services is largely based on professional judgement, where the accountants need to develop further their communication and leadership skills, strategic thinking and client focus (AICPA, 1998) . Similarly, the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Australia in a study based on interviews and surveys identified that the accounting profession needs to complete a major shift from information-based to knowledge-based services (ICAA, 2001 ). Many studies have highlighted the fact that increased reliance on IT technology could replace a lot of work and specific tasks performed by traditionally trained accountants and auditors (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Crawford, Helliar, and Monk, 2011) . These advancements in IT technology will require accounting and assurance professionals to develop broader skills related to public practice, such as analytical reasoning, interpersonal, negotiating and communication skills, marketing skills, as well as broader business knowledge. Howieson (2003) argues that accountants in order to stay competitive need to acquire specialist knowledge in a specific industry but they will also have to possess broad generic skills in order to apply specialist knowledge within the "big picture" context of their organisation and its strategy. According to Bunney et al. (2015) , generic skills discourse is imperative for the new knowledge economy and transcends disciplinary boundaries and international borders. The new knowledge economy emerging as a result of technological advancements needs graduates with flexible mindsets and transferable generic skills, capable of innovating and adapting to dynamic work environment. The authors propose a model for integration and contextualisation of generic skills development in all disciplines of accounting programs from elementary to final years. Aside individual research studies, relevant skills for accounting education at the university and professional level have been developed by many national regulatory and professional bodies. The UK Quality Assurance Agency facilitates development of the subject benchmark statement for accounting that is a part of the UK Quality Code for Higher Education (QAA, 2016) . The accounting benchmark statement identifies subject-specific knowledge and skills and cognitive abilities and generic skills relevant for developing higher education programs in the UK. The subject-specific skills are concentrated on obtaining technical knowledge at the elementary level concerning main and alternative accounting practices related to financial accounting, management accounting, auditing and taxation. Students need to develop technical skills to analyse, record and summarise transactions and economic events, skills to produce and analyse financial statements, analyse operations and make projections for the business. Generic skills and abilities are important as well, including the use of IT technologies, communication of relevant information, critical evaluation of data and solving unstructured problems. Students need to obtain numeracy skills, effectively work in groups and be prepared for independent and self-managed learning. These skills developed as a benchmark for higher education institutions are noticeably comparable with the relevant skills and competencies defined by IFAC's International Accounting Education Standards. IAESB develops these education standards in order to provide guidance to professional accountancy bodies worldwide when developing professional education programs for aspiring professional accountants. In addition, universities can refer to international education standards when designing educational programs and course curricula. Essentially the same skills have been covered in the literature, although grouped differently by different authors. Gammi, Gammie and Cargill (2002) highlight several generic skills that need to be incorporated and taught in a separate business enterprise course module. As important, they highlight CV writing, interview skills, job search, time management, practical research, presentation skills, teamwork, business use of IT, career planning, etc. Jones (2014) argues that defining generic skills is important for undergraduate accounting programs; however it does not provide the full picture of what is expected from and required by accounting graduates. The demonstration of skills, attributes, attitudes and behaviours taken together enable the graduate to establish his or her professional credibility with colleagues and clients and advance in his or her professional career. The authors suggests that students need awareness of what is required to establish professional credibility and need to be provided an opportunity during their studies to develop this ability through simulated tasks in a professional environment. Webb and Chaffer (2016) have investigated whether important generic skills are being appropriately developed within university courses in the UK and managed to identify generic skills considered important by employers and being perceived as insufficiently developed at universities by accounting graduates. As a way to better analyse the gap identified in prior research studies, Bui and Porter (2010) develop a comprehensive framework in order to explain the gap between expected skills among graduates by the profession and perceived possession of such skills. The authors explained the structure of the gap as being comprised of difference in expectations by employers and educators regarding competencies that should be acquired (expectation gap), constraints in effectiveness of accounting education (constraints gap) and differences in competencies educators expect to be acquired by graduates and those that employers believe graduates actually possess (performance gap). An accounting program of a university in New Zealand was used as a case study to ascertain the validity of hypothesised structure of the gap, where a small sample of students, educators and employers where interviewed for their expectations regarding the skills that graduates need to possess. Employers expected from graduates possession of sound knowledge of accounting principles and concepts, basic understanding of business, communication, teamwork and interpersonal skills. Differing from employers, educators believed that their purpose is to extend students' intellectual abilities such as thinking skills, followed by strong technical accounting knowledge and skills. According to the study, inadequate resources, large class sizes, entry requirements and university tenure and promotion policies that motivate more research than teaching activities are institutional factors that add to the constraints gap.
Following the results of earlier empirical studies into the investigations of relevant skills and mapping these skills with academic and professional education competencies frameworks, we have gathered and classified 39 separable technical and generic skills. Our study captures views of the students and employers with the purpose of identifying gaps in perceptions in respect of importance of skills and teaching effectiveness in the skills' development process at a university.
Research Methodology
The research methodology was based on a survey instrument, a questionnaire created and distributed online both to the students and employers. The investigative part of the questionnaire had 2 sections in respect of 13 technical skills and 26 generic skills. Section 1 asked students and employers to rate on the 5-point Likert scale the importance of each technical and generic skill (1 -not important; 5 -very important), while section 2 required students and employers to rate their perceptions how well the skills are being developed through successful completion of courses of the accounting program (scores ranging from 1 -not achieved to 5 -substantially achieved). Also, based on the students' and employers' answers, a rank list is developed with top 10 ranked technical and generic skills.
Sample
Valid questionnaires were completed by 68 undergraduate students from the third and fourth year of studies on the Accounting and Auditing Department, giving a response rate of 27.3%. The sample was evenly distributed considering the average grade of surveyed students. In respect of surveyed students' practical experience, the vast majority of respondents (40%) have indicated a minimum one month practical experience in a professional accounting firm and 26% of the respondents were students with no practical experience related to the public practice accounting and/or auditing. 19% of the students have practical experience in companies outside the accounting and auditing profession. Regarding the students' career, 69% of the students answered that they would like to have a professional career in an accounting and/or auditing company while 13% answered that they plan to work in financial institutions, 11% in a different private sector company and the remainder wanted to work in the public sector. On the employers' side, more than 30 entities were contacted to complete the questionnaire. The employers' questionnaire was controlled for survey participants that had experience in interviewing and recommended or decided on recruiting candidates for accounting and audit-related posts in the business and professional practice. In summary, 57 employers participated in the survey, 35.6% of them were from audit firms, 30.5% were internal auditors, 15.3% of the respondents were from human resource departments, 10.2% were from accounting and tax consulting firms, 8.5% were top managers, and 5.1% were from finance departments within companies. This organisation of the research enabled us to have two independent samples in order to compare the perceptions of employers and students.
Results and Discussion
First, we have compared the mean values and analysed the results for students' perceptions of technical and generic skills' importance for their employment against their views of a sufficient accomplishment of these skills through the completed courses of the undergraduate degree program. The interesting finding is that students consistently rated with high importance almost all technical and generic skills but they do not think that they acquire sufficient knowledge for the same respective skills during their studies. Students perceived personal skills of time management and personal characteristics of selfconfidence, personal motivation and desire for self-promotion, good presentation at interviews as the most important for their future workplace. Interpersonal generic skills of teamwork were ranked with high importance, however, on average students gave generic skills higher importance scores then technical skills. These findings regarding the higher importance of generic skills are consistent with the findings of many international studies (Hassall et al., 2003; Jackling and De Lange, 2009; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008; Wells et al., 2009 lower compared to the rated importance of these skills for their employment. The results show that relevant skills are being moderately developed, some even less than satisfactorily developed. It can be concluded that technical skills related to computers such as ICT and accounting software as well as knowledge in areas such as business law and taxation are not well developed through the education process. This finding is also consistent with the findings of many international studies (De Lange et al., 2006; Gammie et al., 2002; Jackling and De Lange, 2009; Mohamed and Lashine, 2003; Wells et al., 2009) . The resulting analysis of responses of employers involved in the recruitment of accounting graduates showed that technical skills of acquaintance with MS Office and knowledge in financial accounting were the most important (Table 2) . However, generic skills of graduates on average were considered as more important for their accounting-related job place. Employers gave personal and interpersonal skills of oral communication, knowledge of foreign languages, ethical attitude and credibility, commitment to life-long learning the highest ranks for importance. Our findings were similar to the findings of other researchers of employers' perceptions of skills published internationally. Jones (2014) highlighted the importance of graduates' ability to establish his or her professional credibility among colleagues and clients, which requires a range of personal attributes, attitudes and behaviours. Similarly, Jackling Examining perceptions of importance that students and employers put on the technical skills revealed that the greatest discrepancies from technical skills are in relation to accounting software and also in corporate governance, risk management and internal controls as well as finance and financial management (Table 3) . In fact, discrepancies are the result of employers putting less importance on accounting software but greater importance of corporate governance, risk management and internal controls. Employers know that students and employeesto-be can easily learn to use the company's software if they have a solid The greatest gaps in ranking of importance of generic skills between students and employers were for leadership and life-long learning, where students put greater importance on leadership and employers on life-long learning. This is expected, since employers view students more as a part of the team instead of immediate leaders following their graduation, unlike students who are fully motivated and enthusiastic for their careers. For employers it is far more important to have an ability and desire for life-long learning in order to operate effectively in the dynamic environment. Other discrepancies in the student-employer views in respect of generic skills were in putting greater importance from students on good presentation on the interview, personal characteristics and personal success while employers put greater importance on ethical behaviour and understanding of the group dynamics as well as critical thinking, effective listening and self-initiative (Table 3) . When we compared the perceived acquisition of technical and generic skills through the accounting program at the university, we have concluded that for majority technical and generic skills, both groups of respondents gave similar ratings of achievement. Technical skills related to the use of accounting software and knowledge in taxation and business law were given the lowest ratings of achievement. From the group of generic skills, marketing and company promotion skills as well as creative thinking were considered as least achieved through the accounting program. However, employers in comparison to students perceived significantly lower the possessed technical knowledge in financial and management accounting, finance and financial management and numerical skills among successful graduates of the accounting program. In terms of generic skills, employers were considerably less satisfied than students with the acquired oral communication, effective listening and time management skills. We have tried to identify factors and characteristics of the group of surveyed students that could explain the discrepancy in their views against employers for the importance and possession of relevant knowledge and skills. We have considered and analysed separately responses from high-performing students vis-à-vis below-average students and employers and found that results were not substantially different. Therefore, the success in the education program was not a factor that could explain discrepancies in perceptions. We also paid attention to differences in responses between students that identified possession of relevant or irrelevant practical experience and concluded that there were no significant differences in responses.
Conclusion
A number of research studies, policy papers and reports in the past, both in Europe and internationally, have expressed concerns about the need to develop more transferable generic skills among university graduates in order to improve their employability and enable sustainable development in societies. In this study, we have determined a list of 39 technical and generic skills through mapping and comparing higher education curricula development frameworks, international education standards for professional accounting education, and various international research studies of accounting education. The study focused on skills and knowledge sets considered important for the accounting-related workplace by two interested groups for accounting education, accounting students and employers. We have also investigated the success of an undergraduate accounting education program from a local university in Macedonia to develop generic and technical skills sufficient to the level of perceived importance of these skills. The results of the study indicated that employers and students were in agreement in terms of ranking higher importance of generic skills than technical skills for better employability in accounting workplaces. However, students perceived personal skills of time management and personal characteristics of self-confidence and motivation as the most important, while employers gave more importance to oral communication, ethical attitude and credibility and commitment to life-long learning. For technical skills, both students and employers considered experience with the MS Office package as very important, but they were in disagreement regarding the high importance of accounting software skills, as these were perceived more important by the student respondents.
In respect of successfulness of the university undergraduate accounting program to develop relevant knowledge and skills for employability, both students and employers viewed knowledge in the areas of taxation and business law and skills with accounting software as significantly underdeveloped to the expected level of importance for their employment. Comparing views of students and employers in terms of generic skills developed through the undergraduate education program in accounting, employers consistently rated generic skills with greater discrepancy between skills' importance level and skills' possession level among graduates of the program. The study contributes to the literature of investigative studies on employability skills for accounting graduates through the extended surveyed list of skills and knowledge sets that considered both the professional and academic education benchmark standards as well as skills identified relevant in past research studies. Considering the identified discrepancy between perceived importance and possession of certain knowledge and skills among graduates, future research into views and perceptions of academics could provide indications of gaps whose resolution could improve the quality of the education program and process for the benefit of graduates' employability and work readiness.
